
✦Intro:  The story is told of back in the day when a minister met up with two 
boys debating over a dog.  He asked in a rather patronizing fashion what 

the two ruffians were up to. They explained that they had found this dog, 
and that they each wanted him, and therefore they were having a contest to 

see who could come up with the biggest lie. The winner would get the dog.  
Of course the pastor was shocked and reprimanded the two boys telling 

them that was no business they ought to be about. He concluded that one 
should never tell lies and that he himself never did when he was their age.  

There was silence, and the one of the boys shrugged his shoulders at the 
other and said, “Oh well then, I guess he gets the dog.”  We tend to think 

pretty well of ourselves, don’t we?  We also tend to see through that, at 
least in everybody else besides ourselves.  Jesus’ parable addresses our 

self-confidence. 
✦You might not know any members of the ancient religious sect called the 

Pharisees.  And further, you probably don’t have an IRS agent living in your 
neighborhood.  So to get the feel of this parable, I’d like you to imagine that 

you are in Poland in the 1940’s.  The Germans have invaded and Hitler’s 
Gestapo is calling the shots with the Polish people. You are sitting in an 

ancient cathedral with many stories of columned rock rising above you.  In 
walks a Polish citizen, in a pressed white shirt, cleanly shaven.  He is a 

local businessman and a deacon at this church and a volunteer on the city 
Council.  He grew up here, long before the war began. There is a cross 

hanging around his neck beneath his t-shirt.  He is a credit to the 
neighborhood and the city.  He has erased graffiti from the train station 

walls on his own time.  He’s contributed to the funds for a town fountain, 
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and has given to the student orchestra. If you hadn’t guessed already, once 
you hear him start to pray you discover that your wallet and your wife are 

safe around this man. (v11 “I am not like other men –robbers, evildoers, 
adulterers”)  He probably has pictures of his kids in his wallet, and calls his 

neighbors to see if they need anything.  His church recommends the 
biblical tithe of 10% for it’s members; he gives 20! (The OT law requires a 

tithe on agricultural produce.  The pharisee in the parable tithes on 
everything he makes no matter how.)  Our man if faithful to his wife, reads 

books on good parenting, and when he stubs his little toe into the leg of the 
dining room table late at night, all that comes from his lips is a desperate 

“my goodness what immensity of pain I am experiencing!” You want this 
fellow to work at your office, and to coach your son’s little league. He’s 

serious about doing the right thing, and he hates the German army. (Israel 
was occupied by the Roman army in Jesus’ day.)
✦Then, as you sit there among the ancient arches, light glittering through 
stained glass, you hear a car door slam outside, the cathedral door cracks 

open and in slips another Polish countryman, this one wearing a uniform.  
You recognize him. You’ve seen him stroll through the city blocks like he 

owns this town. He makes nice with the Germans, and he and his 
revolutionary friends even do dirty work for the SS.  You’ve heard him yell 

“Fire” as a group of Jews are lined up and shot against a stone wall. He’s 
looked the other way when some of his soldiers demanded protection 

money from the baker down the street even though the baker was related 
to his uncle. His goons took over your neighbor's house for an office just 

because they could.  (Your neighbor got taken in by the first fellow up front 
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praying.) He’s used military status to use local girls just because he felt like 
it, and because they were afraid of being shot. The neighborhood all thinks 

of him as a traitor, just as the Jewish people of Jesus day thought of the tax 
agents working with Rome.  And this man too starts to pray, only you can 

barely make out his words, as he stands in the shadows in back (he’s not 
as loud as the first guy).  He beats his chest in the tradition of an Arabic 

woman and can barely choke out a request to God for mercy.  
✦Ok, can you picture this scene? –That’s kinda the atmosphere of Jesus 

parable.  And then comes the shock.  Jesus says the traitor went home 
right with God, and the loyal alderman did not.  And Jesus tells us this story 

so that we are confident in his grace, and look hopefully on other people. 
✦1. God does not love me because I’m so likable and I am not right 

with him because I do right things.  Robert Capon has put it, "The first 

thing to get off the table is the notion that this parable is simply a lesson in the 

virtue of humility. It is not. It is an instruction in the futility of religion –in the 

idleness of the proposition that there is anything at all you can do to put yourself 

right with God. It is about the folly of even trying."  Jesus has just told a story 

in which he urged his followers to pray to God who is eager to love them 

(Parable of the Persistent Widow v1-8).  But some folks are already bold 
when they pray not because they know the Father wants to listen, but 

because they are pretty sure they’ve got it going on. Verse 9 lays out his 
reason for the story:

✦“To some who were confident of their own righteousness and 
looked down on everybody else, Jesus told this parable:” Luke 18:9, 

NIV.
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✦A.  There is something surprising about humans: they can’t see 
themselves or where they go wrong very well. Most people tend to think 

that they are pretty good people.   Some of us in the room probably don’t 
mind ourselves at all!  We consider ourselves mostly well-adjusted, non-

drug inducing and intelligent.  Usually we figure we don’t have a problem 
we need God for. We are, in a word, confident in our own righteousness, 

even when we have no reason to be.  A lady once called me because she 
was having trouble with her son.  She wanted the church to do something 

to change him.  He was involved in the occult, that is, praying, but not to 
God, to satan, and breaking as many of God’s laws outrightly as one can 

manage.  He tried to knife the family once. He was frequently drunken, 
insolent and cared about nothing.  After a long list of dark and traumatic 

history she made her conclusion.  “But he’s really a pretty good kid.  He 
knows right from wrong!”  I sat there stunned for a moment at the 

incongruity of it all.  The person she had described was far from a pretty 
good kid, and if he knew right from wrong, it certainly didn’t seem to matter 

to him. But I suspect if I asked you if you were a pretty good kid, you’d say 
“yes” too, wouldn’t you?  
✦The problem with being pretty good is that as soon as you think you are, 
you are not.  We call that pride. It’s a slippery sort of thing.  The Pharisees 

were doing their best to be pretty good people.  They had what they called 
a “fence around the law.”  If the law said not to touch another man’s wife, a 

Pharisee would add a rule to not touch anything another man’s wife 
touched! That way he’d be sure not to break God’s law.  At least that was 
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the theory. They had hundred’s of extra laws on top of the Big Ten 
Commandments.  Lots of folks have laws for themselves. 

✦Dennis Lee Curtis was arrested in Rapid City, South Dakota for 
armed robbery.  At the time the following list was found on his person: 

“1) I will not kill anyone unless I have to. 2) I will take cash and food 
stamps. No checks. 3) I will rob only at night. 4)I will not wear a mask. 

5) I will not rob mini-marts or 7/11. 6) If chased by a vehicle, I will not 
put the lives of innocent citizens on the line. 8) I will enjoy robbing 

from the rich to give to the poor.”   It’s ironic isn’t it, that a law breaker 
should be so law-abiding as Dennis Lee.  He’s following rules! Some 

of them are good rules.  But following rules doesn’t make you moral! 
And it doesn’t mean you’re good with God. Ouch!  That’s the surprise 

of the parable. 
✦The typical Jew in Jesus’ day would have expected that the Pharisee 

went home “justified” (v14).  (By the way, that’s the same root word as 
“righteousness” in verse 9.  Some folks were confident in their own 

“justifying” of themselves.) Jesus’ story is telling us to pray, and seek God’s 
help, but not because you’ve got him over a barrel with your good behavior.  

That’s basically pagan theology: appease the gods, impress the gods, pull 
on their “good deeds” leash and they must come through for you.  That 

doesn’t stand a chance with the real Creator of the Universe. 
✦B. But here’s the good news!  You and I, we, can go home justified!  Even 

a Polish Nazi sympathizer!  Even a Jewish traitor to the Roman empire!  
Really? Really.  If you can bow your head, you can get lifted up, not by your 

own boot straps, but by the power-filled arms of Christ.  If you can give up 
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on yourself and become like a little kid –(v17) “I tell you the truth, anyone 
who will not receive the kingdom of God like a little child will never enter it.”” 

Luke 18:17 –you can get in with God!  What does a little kid do when the 
wagon is too high to get into? She throws up her hands to be lifted!  (Try it 

right now.  Throw up your hands toward heaven.) That’s the posture that 
says, “Help me. Have mercy on me. I need your forgiveness and love.”  

And that my friends is why Jesus, God’s Son, visited our blue planet.  We 
do not get our own way to God. But God has come down to us. Someone 

paid that tax-collector’s debt.  That’s what he asked for in verse 13. The 
original says, “God make atonement for me, a one with sins.”  He knew he 

owed big time and payment was necessary. Someone paid yours. 
Someone paid mine. Don’t be in love with yourself.  Be in love with him! But 

we can’t see it until we get to the end of ourselves.
✦Can you get to the end of yourself? Listen, from the top of a 

building everybody looks dinky.  Tall people and short people. Big 
people and small. You don’t yell from the sidewalk up to heaven and 

say, “Look how tall I am!”  Can you get to the end of yourself, finally? 
Can you say, “God make an atonement for me, a one with sins.”? 
✦Now for the second part of the reason for the parable...

✦2. God’s payment for me should make me more patient with others.  

A healthy view of my need naturally makes me more compassionate with 
others.  So maybe we can tell about our own degree of humility by how 

gracious we are with those around us.  A self-justifying person, or a proud 
person, tends to be hard on others.  On the other hand, a firm realization of 

my need for mercy will keep me from looking down on everybody else.  So, 
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here’s another problem with self-righteousness.  The more we think highly 
of ourselves, the more we tend to disregard other people.  Consequently, 

we have no problem telling someone off, or pushing someone around, or 
maybe even beating someone up when they deserve it, or when they’ve 

been a fool, or perhaps downright evil.  Lets say they’re really bad people, 
like a traitor or something.  Those are especially easy for proud people to 

abuse.  Or on a milder note, maybe we don’t come to blows with a person, 
but we don’t give them the time of day either.  We ignore them.  Go about 

our business as if they don’t exist, because after all, they have shown 
themselves to be slime and slime doesn’t cut it will us.  (We are, after all, 

not slime!)  We call that “despising” other people. That’s the term in verse 
9: “looked down on”. Because they were 1) so satisfied with themselves, 

they were 2) very dissatisfied with a lot of other people.  Those two 
attitudes like to hold hands. 

✦It takes all kinds of shapes.  Someone you know didn’t do 
something you wanted them to do, so now when you pass them in 

Walmart and they wave or call your name, you make sure you’re 
looking straight ahead as if intent on your destination, the catsup 

aisle!  Someone hurts your feelings so you look for a chance to jab at 
them for it, jokingly or course.  Or you feel free to talk bad about them 

to as many as possible.   Churches are not immune from the 
despising disease either!  I mean look at the Pharisee!  He’s a church 

guy!  One church decides to be alcohol-free. Nothing wrong with that, 
but over time one such member can, and sometimes does start to 

think of Christians in other churches as “a little bit less than” because 

The Pharisee and Tax-collector, Lk.18:9-17
Parables: Stories with a Secret #7

7



they imbibe a beer on occasion.  I know churches that won’t do things 
with other churches because of those people’s ardent theological 

waywardness, such as reading from the NIV instead of the King 
James, or a failure to possess the gift of tongues.  Can’t picnic with 

those Christians! Can you imagine the heresy we’d fall into?  Paul 
addresses this kind of thing:

✦“Accept Christians who are weak in faith, and don’t argue with them about 
what they think is right or wrong. For instance, one person believes it is all 
right to eat anything. But another believer who has a sensitive conscience will 
eat only vegetables. Those who think it is all right to eat anything must not 
look down on those who won’t. And those who won’t eat certain foods must 
not condemn those who do, for God has accepted them. Who are you to 
condemn God’s servants?...In the same way, some think one day is more 
holy than another day, while others think every day is alike. Each person 
should have a personal conviction about this matter. Those who have a 
special day for worshiping the Lord are trying to honor him. Those who eat all 
kinds of food do so to honor the Lord, since they give thanks to God before 
eating. And those who won’t eat everything also want to please the Lord and 
give thanks to God. For we are not our own masters when we live or when we 

die...Why do you look down on another Christian? ...Yes, each of us will have 

to give a personal account to God. So don’t condemn each other anymore. 

Decide instead to live in such a way that you will not put an obstacle in 

another Christian’s path.” Romans 14:1-13, NLT.
✦This is what Christian people try to be.  And if we can’t do that with 
each other, where does that lead us when we run into someone who 

needs to know God, or is on drugs, or with a record, or running a 
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shady business, or with marriage troubles, or parenting failures.  
Where does that lead us when dealing with unbelievers caught in all 

the sins Jesus has begun to deliver us from?  How will we look on 
them with mercy and hope, and love when we can’t look on fallen 

Christian people that way?  Our only hope of being merciful people is 
to ponder the mercy we’ve received. How? For starters make it a part 

of your praying. The parable is about two men praying, right?
✦I recall a story of a Christian man I read some years ago who lived in the 

Ukraine.  The government in power then was openly anti-christian, and 
would habitually arrest and murder believers. This believer, his wife and his 

teenage daughter were dragged from their home one night and out into the 
fields.  The soldiers proceeded to rape the women, shoot them and force 

the husband to dig their graves.  Then they began stabbing him to death 
and while they were doing this he pleaded with them to “Ask Jesus to 

forgive you. He will.  Ask him.”  Then he died.  We only know this tale 
because one of those guards did ask Jesus to forgive him and he found 

mercy from God.  I suppose I shall never forget that story.  From the very 
first I wondered how the Christian man could think of his captors in the 

unspeakable horror he was enduring.  I wondered if I could do such a thing, 
though it is my life’s calling to speak that very truth. 

✦Conclusion: The parable is about two men praying, right?  They both go 

to church.  They both talk to God.  One is a really fine, upstanding, 
generous citizen, and a total fake and a waste of time at church.  He 

doesn’t need God so why is he even there?  In the end, although he was 
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there, he never did get right with God.  The other is the real McCoy, he’s a 
mess out in the world, he exploits others, he’s stolen, and he can’t be 

trusted, he wants advantage but doesn’t want to work hard, he uses up 
other peoples lives –all of which is exactly why he fits in church.  They’re 

both at church to talk with God.  They’re both sinners who have messed up 
their lives.  One is starting to see it and asks for help.  That’s the one God 

cleans. 
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